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Summary: 


During an anatomy lesson, Mia kicks off a prank war with her 
cousin. 


Mercury Divided 


Author's Note: 


First posted at the Temple of Kraden. Tough one to tag; 
the custom tags are a better fit than the archive 
warnings, but bear in mind that ‘threats, abuse and 
violence’ can cover an awful lot. 


"Now, expose the heart by making a cross-shaped incision 
through the fibrous pericardium." 


Mia nodded and followed her father's instructions, resting 
her hands in the chest cavity of the cadaver on the table 
and taking a scalpel to the connective tissue. She had 
watched her father perform plenty of educational 
dissections, so she shouldn't be nervous, but this was the 
first time he'd invited her to demonstrate what she'd 
learned. Her scalpel slipped against the membrane, and she 
bit her lip and tried again at a better angle. Alex was lucky 
to have done this once before, under his parents' 
supervision; she hadn't been standing opposite watching his 
mistakes. 


"Well done. Can you remember the reason for the smooth 
inner surface?" 


"It's lined by the parietal layer of the serous pericardium," 
Mia recited. 


"Precisely. Observe how the visceral layer, adherent to the 
heart itself, becomes continuous with parietal layer along 
the great vessels. You may want to widen the incision to 
afford a clearer view," her father advised. 


"Sorry." Mia wiped some of the goo off the surface with her 
thumb, and hacked away at the gap. Her knife caught on 
one of the edges, flicking a bit of gristle at Alex. "Oh, sorry." 


He glared at her, and wiped it off his tunic. She looked down 
and shuffled her feet in the snow. There was no call for that 
kind of harsh look; they were wearing stained old work 
clothes, which they were already going to wash thoroughly 
before wearing again. When she returned her hands to the 
cadaver, she deliberately flicked a bit of blood at him, 
spattering a few more red dots across the white fabric. 


"Mia! What do you think you're doing?" Her father chided. 


"Umm... sorry..." She bit her lip, feeling all the worse when 
Alex leveled a flat stare at her, as if she was such a tiresome 
nuisance she didn't warrant anything more. No smile, no 
comeback. Her fist tightened round the scalpel, until her 
father held his hand out for her to return it. 


"Why don't we take a break? Your attention is clearly 
straying." 


She nodded, and helped her father pull the canvas sheet 
over the body, while Alex headed straight for the Sanctum 
doors. When they followed him inside and into the back 
room, he'd already put the kettle on over the fire. 


"I think | need some air," Mia muttered. "I'll be back in a 
minute." 


She took her time outside. It was better to make a point than 
to let a watched pot take forever to boil. 


The others looked up when she returned, and looked away 
again without speaking. She got the impression she'd 
interrupted a conversation. As the kettle started to boil, Alex 


left the room, muttering something about fresh air being a 
good idea after all. 


Mia kept her hands in her pockets as she watched her father 
pour out three mugs of ginger tea. The scent immediately 
made her feel a little better; ginger was good against 
nausea, and now that her mind wasn't focused on the job, 
the pervasive stench from the dissection was getting under 
her skin. 


"I'll bring him his," Mia offered, grabbing two of the mugs. 
Her father smiled, no doubt pleased at the reconciliatory 
gesture. 


She took a steadying sip of her drink as she stepped outside 
into the brisk spring air. Alex was leaning against the wall 
nearby, gazing at the graveyard opposite and the frozen 
river that ran alongside it. She could feel the faint tug of 
swift currents flowing beneath the surface; it should only be 
a few more weeks before the river thawed out completely. 


"Here you go," Mia chirped, handing over the hot drink. He 
nodded absently as he wrapped his hands round it, then 
looked down and stiffened at the sight of a floating eyeball 
staring up at him. 


Mia burst out giggling as he fished it out. "Why don't you a-" 
Alex stuffed the eyeball into her mouth. 


She doubled up and retched as she spat it out, hacking up 
bile and, in a corner of her mind, congratulating herself on 
the decision to skip breakfast that day based on her 
schedule. She cast Ply as she coughed, over and over, trying 
to ward off any chance of infection. 


"Wh-why would you do that?" She gasped, eyes streaming. 


He tipped his drink out into the snow by her head. 


"What is going on out here?" Her father strode over, 
sounding angry. Oh, great. 


"She slipped an eyeball into my drink," Alex explained. 
"In that case, why is she the one retching?" 
Alex shrugged. "Then | fed it to her." 


Mia flinched at the sound as her father slapped Alex. That 
one must have stung. She clambered to her feet and tried to 
calm her breathing back to normal, since she didn't want to 
make it worse. 


"Is this a game to you two? Do you take your sacred duties 
so lightly as to make a crude sport of defiling the remains of 
those who live and die under our jurisdiction?" 


"No. I'm sorry," Mia answered quietly. 
"Then why...?" 

"It's his fault!" 

"She started it, | believe." 


"Nevermind who started it. Neither of you will ever conduct 
yourselves so disgracefully again. Is that clear?" 


"Yes, Father." 
"Yes, Uncle Luka." 


He pulled back the canvas from the carcass' head and 
shoulders, revealing an empty eye socket. Mia scrabbled 
around in the snow for the eyeball and brought it over 


without needing to be asked. She squished it back into the 
socket, and tried to swivel it round when it skewed off- 
center, but quickly gave up as her father looked on in 
disapproval. She pulled the eyelids down instead, and tried 
to muse on the reprimand that this was a sacred duty. The 
face still looked messed up, but it was hard to care, 
considering what its owner had done in life. She couldn't 
remember his name; they'd only read it out once before the 
hanging that morning, while she'd still been waking up. 


She did remember that his niece's name had been Olivia. 
Even if she never visited her grave, out on the family's 
farmland, the girl was surely the one more deserving of 
remembrance. Criminals didn't deserve the same degree of 
respect. Did it really count as defilement to do no worse to 
their empty shell than they'd done to a sensate human 
being? 


"He is in Mercury's hands now," her father reminded her. 
"Railing against her property is an insult to her authority. 
Acting on anger towards a departed soul implies a wish that 
your target were within your reach, rather than in her care." 


"I'm sorry," Mia repeated, meaning it a little more this time. 
Alex watched her from behind her father's back, and now, 
now he smiled, in satisfaction rather than sympathy. She 
turned her gaze to her folded hands; she couldn't stand the 
sight of him any longer. 


"Alex. Help me carry Dimitri, then go home. I'll be round 
later. Mia, tell your mother she's on duty, then go and clean 


up." 


Mia nodded and left while the others started wrapping up 
the corpse. There was some Satisfaction to be had from the 
fact that Dimitri would not be laid to rest in the graveyard. 


The earth was too pure to accept the body of an unrepentant 
sinner. The Mercury Clan would never deal such a harmful 
blow to Venus, especially while she was still birthing the 
spring, barely awoken from her winter slumber. Once they 
had carried the corpse a suitable distance from town, they 
would leave it in the woods, and the wildlife would 
dismember it as viciously as they liked out of hunger, free of 
ill intentions. 


That evening, Mia set down a lamp and a stack of paper on 
the desk at the back of the Sanctum. Her parents had given 
her the night shift in Aunt Dasia's place as punishment. Her 
palms still stung from the caning her father had meted out, 
even after she'd cast Ply for as long as she could. And she 
had an essay to write. She didn't know if Dasia had punished 
Alex, but if he'd gotten off lightly, then no force on Weyard 
would keep her from getting even. 


The door swung open before she'd managed to put pen to 
paper. Alex walked in, once again sporting a smile which she 
had every intention of wiping from his face, sooner or later. 


"How did you fare?" Alex asked, lounging against the edge 
of the desk. 


"| have to write ten pages on what it truly means to uphold 
the healer's oath, day in and day out, by sunset tomorrow. It 
had better be a quiet night, or I'm never going to manage 
it." She pouted and poked at his hands, noting the stripes 
across his palms. 


"Did you get caned too?" He asked, batting her hands away. 
"Mm, five strikes. How about you?" 


"Eighteen, in the end. She refused to count." 


"But no essay?" 
"No essay." 


"Lucky." She turned away and started scrawling out a title. 
"Feel free to leave." 


"| thought | might conduct a quick inventory of the store 
room." 


"What, can't you stand it in the house? Did your mother 
start braiding your hair again?" 


"|I simply thought | might lend you a hand. Or, if you wish to 
talk, | might lend you an ear. Would either of those options 
please you better than an eye?" 


"Shut up. If you're here to gloat, you can go home." 
"It's a shame we can't see eye to - " 

"Go home!" 

"Aye aye, ma'am." 


She glared at his back as he left, wishing she dared cast 
Frost to freeze his tongue to the roof of his mouth. 


As the morning sun shone through his window, Alex woke to 
find something wriggly - a great many little wriggly things - 
sharing his bed. Suppressing a shudder, he rose and 
brushed off the maggots, pacing a few steps away from the 
bed and shaking out his nightshirt to make sure he'd gotten 
them all. When he folded his arms tightly and took a closer 
look at the creatures, he noted with relief that they seemed 
to be the clean specimens used for removing dead tissue 


from wounds. He tipped them all into the center of the sheet 
and tied it round them, and wasted no time in getting 
dressed and going out to return them to the Sanctum. 


"Morning, Alex," Mia greeted him, looking up sleepily from 
the desk. "What'cha doing?" 


"Please do not waste supplies." He left the bundle on top of 
her essay, then turned and headed for the door. 


"Whaaat are you talking about? I've been here aaall - " 
"Mia. Go home. Go to sleep." 


"No, you go to sleep." She laid her head on the desk and 
closed her eyes, barely seeming to notice the writhing fabric 
inches from her face. 


He sighed, and left to ask Aunt Irina to fetch her daughter. 


"Rise and shine, darling. It's time for lunch." 


Mia dragged herself out of bed, still wearing the previous 
day's clothes. She pulled a brush through her hair, cursing 
as it caught on the tangles, and decided to give up on 
presentability until after she'd eaten. 


Her mother was serving the food downstairs, and her father 
was sitting at the table, reading through her essay. 


"Thank you for turning this in ahead of the deadline," he told 
her as she sat down next to him. "It starts well, but you do 
seem to lose the plot..." 


He flicked to the sixth page while her mother set a bowl of 
stew in front of each of them. 


"Thank you, dearest. Now, Mia, when it gets to this part: 'to 
enact one's will no matter the personal cost, as 
demonstrated by Mercury herself in her struggles at the 
dawn of creation’..." 


"Father... ten pages..." She waved her hand helplessly. 


"| Suppose it was a lot to ask on short notice. We will set the 
exercise again a year from now, to see how much you have 
developed." 


"Mm'kay..." She muttered reluctant agreement, and started 
the meal to end the conversation. 


"I think it's charming," her mother assured her. "It's always 
fascinating to view Mercury through the eyes of another." 


Mia blinked, feeling her eyes sting. It took her a second to 
realise that it wasn't just exhaustion and upset causing the 
feeling. The air was getting smoky. The stench of something 
sulphurous rolled through the air as her parents stood and 
looked around for the source. The fireplace was billowing 
smoke, thick and green now, and Mia could only make a 
beeline for the exit, holding her sleeve over her mouth as 
she tried to stop breathing until she reached the open air. 
Her parents piled out after her, and jammed the door closed 
to stop the foul fumes following them outside. 


She circled round the cottage, staring at the roof, but if Alex 
had been up there, he'd left without a trace. 


"| can't believe him!" Mia fumed, raising waist-high spikes of 
ice from the snow as she and her friends walked along by 
the river. 


"Are you sure it was him?" Lena asked. "Do be careful with 
those gloves..." 


"| will. Thanks for lending me all of this. And who else would 
it have been? | just - that he would bring my parents into it, 
and still get away with it - how can...?" 


"He hasn't gotten away with it yet," Stephan noted with a 
smile. 


Mia blushed with surprise at hearing him express such 
confidence in her, then fixed her gaze dead ahead. Lena 
liked Stephan. She couldn't let things get complicated. She 
couldn't even let her mind dwell on the concept of 
complications. Shut up, brain. 


"You're not going to keep this up, are you?" Lena sounded 
weary. "He'll only come up with something worse. Didn't he 
offer to help last night? It sounds as if he'd drop it if you'd 
do the same. | mean, coloured smoke is fairly harmless. My 
mother warned me that nobody wins when infighting breaks 
out among the Mercury Clan." 


"We're not fighting. He's walking all over us, and it doesn't 
even seem to matter to him, and - and there's no way we 
can continue on an even keel unless we get even, is there? 
I'm not going to let him get away with - with - argh!" 


"Chill, it's not that tough. You've just got to hit him where it 
hurts," Stephan advised. 


"He's too quick to block, and he hits back." 


"Somewhere e/se that hurts. Gods, haven't you ever gotten 
along?" 


"Sometimes | wonder..." 


"Nonsense. I've seen the way you rely on each other," Lena 
insisted. "Every family fights sometimes, but your Clan is 
more close knit than most. Maybe it's easier to see from the 
outside. If | had a brother - " 


"You don't want a brother." Mia pulled a face. "We should 
turn back. | could walk all day, but | have work to do..." 


"Once we get back into town, why don't we stop by my 
mother's shop?" Lena suggested. "I'm sure she'd be happy 
to lend you an ear-" 


"Don't. Just... don't use that phrase." 
"Oh. Fine." 

"I'll accept the offer, though. Thank you." 
"You're perfectly welcome." 


Justin came running along the path towards them, waving 
his arms to draw their attention. 


"Anton's back!" He called out, dashing up to them and 
Swinging on Mia's arm as he joined them on their way back 
into town. "And he brought souvenirs from Narym! He gave 
us all sweets, and he gave Alex a book of hymns from his 
grandma, and he gave Dasia a music box, and if you hurry 
they'll still have some sweets left. It's so pretty, the music, 
and he wants you to sing it!" 


"Who wants me to sing what?" Mia asked warily. Alex had 
better not ask her to sing, if he knew what was good for him. 


"Anton, he's at the Sanctum with everyone, come on!" 


"The hymns, or the tune from the music box?" 


"Um, | don't know, both?" 
"Well then, let's go and see, shall we?" 
Justin nodded, and ran off ahead. 


"| reckon he's had a few too many sweets already," Stephan 
observed. 


"Let's finish them off before he makes himself sick," Lena 
suggested, quickening her pace. 


Mia arrived to find that the whole family was, indeed, at the 
Sanctum. Uncle Anton was recounting how Katia was still 
running the Narym Sanctum near-singlehandedly, even at 
her age, and Leon was still bedridden, and they'd asked 
after the rest of the family, and they hadn't seen Alex since 
he was that high, and so on and so forth. Her mother was 
sitting with Aunt Dasia, fussing over the cat, and every so 
often she would exclaim over something Master Tabbypaws 
had done, deflecting the conversation away from her sister's 
in-laws. Her father was nodding along and keeping an eye 
on Justin and the other children drawn by the prospect of 
treats from the Mercury Clan. Alex was flicking through the 
hymn book, paying little heed to anything else. It looked 
ancient, exactly the sort of thing he'd find interesting. 
Perhaps his grandmother was trying to bribe him into 
coming with his father next time. 


Mia listened for a few minutes, then slipped away, unable to 
pass up this opportunity. She let herself into Alex's house, 
and pulled the books off the shelf in his room. Some were 
old Mercury Clan records, while some were battered 
almanacs and journals from other regions; he was working 
on translating half of them. She set out a vial of ink and held 
a pen at the ready, deciding they were all overdue a few 
revisions. 


The first one fell open at a colour plate of an eight-armed 
goddess, brought to life in gold leaf against a backdrop of 
stars and planets. She remembered Alex showing it to her on 
the day he'd bought it, and asking if she'd ever seen 
anything so beautiful before. She swallowed past a lump in 
her throat, and flicked past a few pages, telling herself that 
she didn't need to start there. 


Once she'd reached a section of nothing but dense text, she 
brought down her pen and scribbled a mass of thick black 
lines across the double page until every other word was 
illegible. Growing bored of the shapeless tangle, she drew 
cat pictures on the next few pages, then obscene scribbles 
featuring cats, and Alex, and everything else she could think 
of. Maybe it wasn't all recognisable as what it was meant to 
be, but it rendered the text unreadable, and it got the point 
across. 


She had only managed to massacre a couple of books when 
she heard the family heading towards the house. After 
stuffing everything back onto the shelf, she nipped down to 
the kitchen and started making herself a sandwich. 


"Oh, hello, Mia. Are you hungry?" Uncle Anton greeted her. "I 
still have some snacks left, if you want to try some. You 
didn't stay for long..." 


"Thank you. I'm starving, actually. My house still stinks," she 
explained. 


"Does it now?" He seemed confused, though Aunt Dasia 
stared at Alex, who failed to show any sign of noticing. 


"Yes, and we all know whose fault that is," Mia replied, 
glaring daggers at Alex's back as he headed upstairs. 


Anton sighed and piled her plate high with biscuits and 
candied fruits. He didn't look surprised. 


"What did you do?" Alex stormed down the stairs and threw 
a pair of books onto the kitchen table. They fell open at her 
crude scribbles. 


"What do you mean? What did you do, huh? It looks to me 
like Someone's uncovered a few things you'd rather have 
kept secret," Mia replied, grinning and toying with a biscuit. 


"The ink is still wet." He actually sounded pained. 
"Well, it's the only thing that is. | mean, really, Alex?" 
"Mia. These are important." 

"I think we can safely say they're less important now." 
"Mia!" 


"Oh, come on. It's not as if the fate of the world depends on 
your silly little hobby." 


"That's enough, now." Dasia stepped between them and 
grabbed Mia by the arm. "I think we'd better have a word 
with your parents." 


"Whatever you say." Mia turned back at the door to stick her 
tongue out at Alex. 


"Children, stop tormenting each other," Dasia sighed, 
hauling her away. 


Alex held each ink-stained page up to the light in turn, 
trying to make out the original lettering behind the off- 
colour ink and jot it down on a separate notepad. As the 


afternoon wore on, the sunlight streaming through his 
window grew ever more dim, turning the task into an ever 
greater challenge. 


His mother opened the door and walked into his room. He 
turned to hear the news slightly reluctantly; he would rather 
have reached a natural break in the work before speaking to 
her. 


"Oh, my dearest, you're taking this hard, aren't you?" She 
sank to her knees behind him and rubbed his shoulder. 
"Perhaps you ought to cut your losses and get rid of the 
ruined ones." 


"Not so long as they are of any use to me." He shifted the 
papers into a more compact pile, and rested his hands on 
top of them. 


"Hmm." She sniffed, and brushed his hair back from his face. 
"We've agreed that Mia will recompense you the purchase 
price of the books she ruined. It's reasonable to expect her 
to scrape it together within the next few months. Let me 
know if you see her spend an extravagant amount on 
anything else in the meantime." 


"| will." Not that he actually would. He could deal with Mia 
himself. 


"She's also been given night shift for the next week. If you 
want to catch her alone..." 


"| will bear that in mind." 


He stared out of the window, wondering if that was all. She 
started idly braiding one side of his hair. 


"You were responsible for the smoke bomb, weren't you? 
Keep your head still," she admonished, slapping his hand. 


"It makes sense that she would conclude as much." Alex 
tried to pick a cautious answer, sitting up straight as she 
fussed over him. 


"Oh, does it?" Her fingers tightened in his hair, pulling 
almost hard enough to make him wince, then smoothed it 
over and started plaiting it again. "Did you find your father's 
stories interesting?" 


“Reasonably interesting." 
"Reasonably, hmm?" 


It didn't sound like a question. Her fingers moved in silence 
for a few minutes. 


"Do you want to visit your grandparents soon? We could 
make the trip as a family next time. Your father always wants 
me by his side, he really does, but | couldn't bear to be apart 
from you for so long..." 


"If | am to take my apprenticeship with Uncle Luka seriously, 
my training and my duties do not leave me the time - " 


"Yes, yes. How can you not see the need for a break? He 
keeps you so terribly busy." 


"My point exactly." 
Her fingers tensed, then dropped to her sides. 


"You really were to blame for the smoke bomb, weren't you? 
It's only fair that you be punished too." 


"If you insist." 


She marched into her room for the cane. "Get in here!" 


"How many strikes?" He asked, trying to keep his voice 
neutral. 


"Don't take that tone with me, young man." 


Asking her to commit to any kind of parameters in advance 
rarely worked, but when it did, it made enough of a 
difference that it was always worth a try. 


Late the next morning, Mia woke up on the spare mattress 
she'd dragged into the Sanctum's store room. She fumbled 
around in the half-light for the outfit she'd laid out for today, 
and the bag containing a couple of rolls for breakfast. 
Interspersing dressing with eating, she tried to shake herself 
fully awake and summon up some enthusiasm for the day 
ahead. Her mother was on duty today, and her father was 
teaching the younger children, so she could head through 
and say good morning, and ask around to see if there were 
any odd jobs available, and factor in going home to get 
washed at some point. She ought to be using the time to 
study, but it would take forever to pay Alex back using only 
her weekly allowance, and she couldn't very well charge 
more than the Clan's tithes for healing, so odd jobs were the 
only option. 


She tried to smooth out her dress and underskirts, unable to 
Shake the groggy feeling that they didn't hang right today. 
She knocked a bottle off a shelf as she made her way to the 
door, and felt a moment of panic as she wondered whether 
she was going to have to pay for that too, until it landed 
without smashing. Maybe today wasn't such a wash out. 


As she shuffled through into the main Sanctum, her parents 
looked round and greeted her. Some of the children ran up 


to say good morning, and she aimed a reply at those who 
held still long enough to be targeted. The kids behind her 
started giggling. She looked down and pulled at the hem of 
her dress, wondering whether it had gotten hiked up or torn 
somewhere. 


"Mia, you're a kitty today!" Megan giggled. 
"Am I, now? You've got quite an imagination." 
"And you've got a tail!" 


Some suspicious part of her mind told her to check right 
now. She reached round to feel the back of her dress, and 
indeed, there was something terribly like a real tail attached. 


Alex appeared in the main doorway. "Good morning, Mia. 
How are you... ah, | didn't expect you to actually wear it..." 


Mia hurriedly pulled off the dress, standing in her vest and 
skirts as she examined the offending item. She recognised 
the tail. 


"Is that... Master Tabbypaws? What did you do to him?" 
"What do you think?" 
"How... you killed him? Your mother's cat? How could you..." 


"Who is responsible for this?" Aunt Dasia marched in, 
holding up a live and hissing Master Tabbypaws. Sans tail. 


The cat flattened its ears back and started screeching at the 
sight of Alex. 


“How could - why would you do that?" Mia demanded. 


"You seemed to be into that kind of thing." 


She flew at him, letting out something like a screech herself. 
He managed to fend off most of her blows until his mother 
weighed in, then took a few nasty scratches before she 
pulled them apart. The cat ran off into a corner and 
crouched there, hissing in their direction. 


"Awful - awful - why...?" Mia grabbed at his hair, still 
incoherent with anger. 


"I kept him sedated. He felt no pain." 


"That's beside the point!" Dasia snapped, yanking them 
further apart. "You know full well that what you did was 
wrong." 


Alex held the back of his hand up to his cut lip, and started 
casting Ply as he answered. "Honestly, | think Master 
Tabbypaws looks better this way." 


Dasia slammed him into the wall. "Maybe Master Tabbypaws 
thinks you'd look better without anything between your 
legs." 


"M-mother..." 
"Believe me, son, you are going to regret this." 
"He didn't really need it..." 


"Oh, where did | go wrong as a parent? No, don't answer 
that. You're coming with me." Dasia dragged Alex out of the 
Sanctum. 


Mia followed as far as the doorway, then stopped to look 
over her outfit. "Uh, Mother? Could you lend me a scarf or, 
um, anything? My vest... | think the cat ripped it..." 


Wrapped up in all kinds of layers, Mia left her house to find 
out what had happened to Alex. When she rounded the 
corner into the town center, she saw him standing barefoot 
in the middle of the frozen river, while his mother watched 
from a chair set down in the snow. 


"How long does he have to stay there?" Mia asked when she 
reached Dasia. 


"Until sunset. I'll heal him when it's over." 


Alex shifted slightly on his feet, his arms tightly folded. He 
lost colour as a result of the movement, and spent a few 
seconds casting Ply to keep up his stamina. 


"Or before then, if he needs it," Dasia whispered to Mia. 


"He deserves it," Mia announced loudly enough to reach his 
ears. "Hurting an animal that way..." 


"He felt no pain," Alex repeated, his voice so low and 
strained that he clearly couldn't say the same for himself. 


"Hmph." Mia walked away, but turned back after taking a 
few paces along the bank. She poked the ice with the tip of 
her boot, sensing the cold water beneath. It wouldn't take 
much... 


Alex turned and took a step in her direction when he saw her 
glowing with power. "What - " 


The ice shattered beneath him, and he disappeared into the 
freezing water. 


Dasia sent her chair flying as she dashed to the edge of the 
bank and laid her hands on the ice. The entire surface of the 
river melted, and a surge of water deposited Alex on the 


snow at an alarming distance downstream. Dasia ran over to 
him, ignoring her niece. 


Mia stood frozen to the spot for a few seconds, then shook 
herself and ran to join them. Dasia was holding her son close 
to her chest, and glowing with the continuous exertion of 
power as Ply washed over him. She switched focus and dried 
out his clothes as Mia caught up, creating a mist of vapour in 
the cold air around them. 


"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," Mia told her. "I didn't think he'd 
pass out. | shouldn't have - | wouldn't have done that to 
anyone else, but | thought he'd be fine. | mean, he can 
control water - | thought - " 


"You could have killed him." Dasia switched back to Ply, her 
gaze still fixed on her son. 


"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry." Mia knelt down next to them. 
"Um, I'll help..." 


Dasia stood up with her son in her arms and strode off. 


Mia looked around and followed after her, unsure what else 
to do. 


They found Anton round the back of his house, chopping 
firewood. He set down the axe as he saw his wife approach. 


"Darling? What happened...?" 


They went inside to talk, leaving Mia fretting by the door. 
She wasn't sure what to do with herself, but running away 
seemed like a bad idea. 


Her aunt eventually reappeared, and grabbed her by the 
wrist before marching off again. 


"His father is looking after him until he wakes up," she 
explained. 


"Um, good. I'll say sorry as soon as... aS soon as he'll see 
me..." 


"You certainly will." 


Dasia stopped by the river, and focused her power for a 
minute. Mia could sense the ice thickening while she waited. 


"Shoes off," Dasia ordered. "It's your turn." 


Mia knelt, and wrapped her arms round her knees as she 
stared at the river. Even though she knew that her aunt 
wouldn't let anything happen to her, she felt her insides go 
tight and achy with fear as she remembered what had 
happened to Alex. Even though it was her fault... 


Dasia yanked out her leg and started unlacing her boot. Mia 
bit her lip and started unlacing the other one, with little 
choice but to get it over with. She told her aunt that she 
could take off her stockings on her own, and eventually 
stepped out cautiously onto the ice. 


It held her weight, of course. Her feet hurt by the time she 
made it to the center. She cast Ply to keep the blood flowing, 
and stared out across the town, telling herself that if Alex 
saw her this way, he would at least feel a little bit better. 


As afternoon shifted into evening, Mia trudged over to Alex's 
house. She hadn't seen him, though she'd waited on the ice 
until her legs had gone numb. Her aunt had taken her aside 
to heal her after she collapsed. It felt strange to be able to 
feel her feet again. Once she'd apologised, she planned to 


go straight to the Sanctum and fill the hours until her shift 
with chores. 


Her mother had found her at the river, and had dragged her 
aunt a few feet away for an argument. Mia had been able to 
hear most of it. 


Dasia had answered her sister's demands for an explanation 
of the situation, but then Irina had wanted to know why she 
hadn't gotten her approval first. When Dasia had pointed 
out that Luka punished Alex without running it past her, 
Irina had told her that Mia wasn't her student. In the end 
she'd agreed to let her handle this one, while warning her 
that this wasn't the last she had to say about it. 


If Mia held off on going home until tomorrow, it might have 
all blown over by then. 


Alex was still bundled up in bed when his parents led Mia to 
his room. They left them to speak alone, but Alex didn't 
immediately acknowledge her. A row of flowers and herbs 
were laid out on his bedside table, and he was busy 
sketching and labeling their features. His father must have 
given him something to do while keeping warm. 


"I'm really, really sorry," Mia told him. 
"So I've heard." He seemed unmoved. 


"| really thought you'd be alright. | mean, on a better day, 
you would have been, wouldn't you?" She sat on the edge of 
the bed, struck by a fit of nervous giggles. "You've got to 
admit, it was kind of pathetic..." 


"What are you doing here?" 


"I'm apologising. | mean it. You see, | was angry, but it really 
was my fault. And maybe you thought Master Tabbypaws 
would be alright, the same way | thought you would be. I'd 
like to think | wouldn't have done that if someone else 
hadn't been around, but... | mean, if you were really gone, 
I'd never forgive myself." She closed her eyes, trying not to 
Cry. 


"I can believe that you were scared. I'm afraid that's beside 
the point." 


"This has gone too far. | should never have... | should have 
left it to our parents, right from the start, and tried to get 
along as soon as they said it was over. Please, can we call it 
quits? I'll do whatever you want to make it up to you. I'll 
give you half my allowance for a year, even once I've paid 
for the books. I'll help you with the translations. I'll - " 


"Do as you wish." Alex turned away, sounding too tired to 
get angry. "You always do." 


Mia rose from the bed. "I'm sorry. I'll go. If you want to ask for 
anything later, you know where to find me." 


He kept staring at the wall. She left, hoping this would blow 
over by tomorrow as well. 


Mia woke with the unsettling feeling that something about 
her surroundings was unfamiliar, even in the foggy few 
seconds before her senses kicked into gear. 


There was someone lying next to her. 


Her eyes shot open as she jerked away and slid to the floor. 
It was Stephan. He was covered in blood. So was her 
nightshirt. His eyes were closed. Breath caught in her throat, 


she leaned over her mattress and felt for a pulse, but she 
couldn't find one. 


Her parents rushed into the store room to find her screaming 
and casting Ply, over and over. Her father pulled her away 
and started casting it on her, asking what had happened 
and whether she was hurt. Her mother went to look at 
Stephan, and it didn't seem like she was able to find any 
signs of life either. 


"| don't know, | don't know what happened, he was like that 
when | woke up," Mia explained, clutching at her father as 
her knees went weak. 


"He's not visibly wounded, but Ply and Revive aren't doing 
any good," her mother reported. 


"Have you tried Cure Poison?" Alex asked, standing in the 
doorway. 


There was a moment of silence. 


Mia lunged at him, screaming again, and her father dragged 
them both through to the main Sanctum. 


"What did you use?" Her father demanded, letting go of Alex 
and holding Mia back from landing any more punches. 


"Fogroot solution. Only a slightly higher dosage than one 
would use medically. It suppresses the pulse, but he will be 
fine once you cast - " 


"What if he has a bad reaction to it?" Luka asked. 


"That won't happen," Alex told them, though he no longer 
sounded quite so certain. "I know his weight, and | was 
careful with the dose..." 


"What about the blood?" 

"| used my own." 

"You what?" Mia screeched. "What is wrong with you?" 
"Would you rather I had not?" 

"I would rather you had never been born!" 

"Mia, go fetch your aunt and uncle, and Stephan's parents." 


She nodded, and waited by the door, trying to calm down, as 
her father nipped into the other room for her clothes. She 
pulled on her cloak and boots before leaving to get changed 
at her house and let the others know. 


Alex paced outside the Sanctum, glancing at Mia as she 
sulked by the wall. His uncle had sent them out here as soon 
as the other adults had arrived. What was the big deal? 
Stephan ought to be awake by now. 


Finally, the doors opened. Luka and Irina stepped outside, 
looking grim. 


"We couldn't wake him," Irina explained. "He must have 
been allergic to the drug you used." 


"What? No." Alex stopped pacing. 
"No..." Mia sounded ridiculously miserable. 
"Let me try," Alex demanded. "He has to -" 


"What are your powers, compared to ours?" Luka reminded 
him. "It's no use. He's gone." 


"No. That's not - " 


"Your parents sent us to break the news," Luka continued, 
laying a hand on his shoulder. "You took a life for no reason. | 
hope you are prepared to face the consequences." 


"What? | told you, | only - " 


"You drugged him needlessly, and you ought to have known 
the risk. His parents do not believe the claim that you were 
unaware your actions might cost him his life. They know 
what | have been teaching you. | Know what | have been 
teaching you. We only have your word that it was not 
premeditated murder. Did you seriously think you could pass 
this off as an accident?" 


"It was... |... What?" 


"You know the sentence for murder. You have admitted that 
this was your doing. I'm sorry to lose you as an apprentice, 
but if this is how you repay us for the years we've spent - " 


Alex kicked his legs out from under him and made a dash for 
the woods. Irina summoned a great mass of water in a circle 
around him, and swept him into the Sanctum wall. She kept 
up the downpour as they walked over, sending him to his 
knees. He gasped for breath when she called it off, and Luka 
yanked him to his feet. 


"You will have the rest of the day and the night to pray," 
Irina told him. "I will stay with you until the morning." 


"What are you talking about?" Mia asked, following as they 
walked upstream along the path towards the jail. "He's not 
the same as... | mean, you're not going to treat him the same 
as Dimitri, are you?" 


"He has committed the same crime," her mother answered. 


"He said it was an accident! | believe him. You know how 
close | came to... He deserves anything short of this, but to 
lose him next, to lose both of them? You can't - " 


"It's too late, darling. He has simply gone too far." Irina 
opened the door to the jail, and fended off Mia as she went 
to unlock the nearest cell. 


"You can't! Stop it, you can't!" Mia wrapped her hands round 
the lock until her mother dragged her over to her father. 


"I'd advise you to say your goodbyes today," Luka told her, 
keeping a firm hold on both youths. 


"I'm not saying goodbye! You can't do this!" Mia insisted, 
wrapping her arms round Alex's shoulders. 


"Mia..." Alex sounded surprised, and almost inaudible. 


It took both her parents to drag them apart and shove Alex 
into the cell. He sat down on the dirt floor, staring through 
the wall as they locked him in. 


"| will expect you to attend the hanging in the morning," 
Luka told Mia, "and to conduct a proper dissection 
immediately afterwards." 


"No..." 


"Perhaps this will teach you to respect the dead. | highly 
doubt you will slip his eye into anyone's drink." 


Mia backed away from her father, and turned to clasp hold of 
the bars. Alex met her gaze, his blue eyes wide with shock, 
and she felt a moment of horror pass between them. 


"You can't do this," Mia repeated, backing away to the door. 
"You can't, | swear, I... I'll jump in the river if you kill him. | 
won't let you..." 


Her voice failing her, she ran from the building. 
"Mia!" Luka shouted, running off after her. 


Irina stepped outside. Alex could see little besides her 
through the open doorway. Eventually, she let out a sigh of 
relief. He guessed Mia hadn't made it to the river. 


Irina closed the door, and sat down on the bench opposite 
the cells. 


"| swear, it was an accident," Alex told her, trying to find his 
voice. "After everything she'd done - | only wanted to scare 
her. You're doing a far better job of that, in case you hadn't 
noticed." 


“Nevertheless, you are responsible for his death. You abused 
your position and your training." 


"I'm sorry. | never thought... | am truly sorry. | made a 
mistake. | can make up for it. We all have the power to save 
lives. You know | can make up for it. Whatever it takes. 
You've made your point. I'm sorry. What am | supposed to 
do?" 


"Pray, child. Pray to Mercury. You will be with her soon 
enough. If you are truly penitent, she will welcome you." 


Alex stared at the ceiling, trying to bite back his temper. 
After a few hours of prayer, she might give him a different 
answer. 


There was a small, narrow window set into the wall, near the 
ceiling. He prayed, and meditated, and watched the light 
drain from the sky. 


"I... Aunt Irina. I'm sorry," Alex told her, starting up a 
conversation, though his voice was hoarse. "I've failed you. 
I've failed everyone. | want to make up for it. Even if it takes 
the rest of my life." 


"We have failed you too, child, by raising you this way. | 
hope we have done a better job with Mia. | hope she will 
grow into a kind and graceful soul." 


"She is already all of that and more. | can be the same. | can 


"No, child, you cannot. Try to make good use of these 
remaining hours. You can only improve your soul through 
prayer." 


"| have... | am..." He broke off in exasperation, and resumed 
praying for patience and faith in his elders. 


The evening brought a new kind of chill to the air. Irina went 
to light the fire at the end of the building. When she came 
back, Alex made another attempt at conversation. 


"This is enough, isn't it? | know what | did wrong. | have 
prayed, and prayed, and | do not think Mercury wishes me to 
lay down my burden here. | will work... ceaselessly..." 


"I do not think you know her will." 


"Do you? Do you think she would ask you to take the life of 
your own kin? It doesn't need to be this way. Why must you 
insist...? We've been in here for hours..." 


"The night will be longer still." 


"You will spare more than my life alone if you let me leave. | 
will travel far away, if | have to, and heal those in need of 
healing. | will bring water to settlements facing drought. | 
will not let my powers go to waste. Wouldn't Mercury smile 
upon mercy towards beloved kin, and good works such as 
those?" 


"You have ended your fate here. Pray, and face the morning 
with grace and acceptance." 


"Who would it satisfy? Even Stephan's family... When Mia 
inherits leadership of the Clan, they will rely on her for 
support, as will everyone else. To leave her alone in her 
generation would leave her too great a burden - " 


"She is capable. Besides, it is not too late for your parents to 
try again." 


Alex looked away, feeling his stomach turn. The first stars of 
evening were starting to shine in the sky. He prayed until 
the sky was pitch dark, and their number had more than 
doubled. 


“Nobody would notice if you let me leave now," Alex told 
her. "What would | have to do to earn it? | swear, | will do 
whatever you want. When morning arrives, you can tell 
them you let me escape out of love. How would they know 
any better?" 


"| do love you, Alex, and there is nothing you can do to 
change things now. You have made an irreversible mistake." 


"I am begging you not to make one of your own." 


She didn't offer a reply this time. 


Alex tried to meditate. If she fell asleep, he might be able to 
freeze and thaw the earth around one of the bars until he 
could pull it loose. 


The night drew on, and the room became ever colder. Aunt 
Irina remained alert and watchful. Was she a machine? 


"I... | mean it," Alex told her, trying to keep the day's 
simmering panic from spilling over now. "I really will do 
whatever you want. Whatever it takes to leave this place. Do 
you not believe me? Do you think | wouldn't know what | 
was doing? I... You'd be surprised. We have hours left until 
the dawn. What do you have to lose? Hike your dress up and 


A blast of water knocked him flat. He dug his fingers into the 
earth as the water drained out of the cell. After breathing 
deeply for a minute, he sat up and wrung out his hair. 


"Am | such an eyesore?" He asked bitterly. "Or do you prefer 
the feminine touch? Are you looking forward to consoling 
your daughter? To pulling apart her little - " 


Another blast of water knocked him back into the mud. 


"Can't stand it when the claws come out, hmm? Wretched 
hag." 


The water took longer to drain away this time. Freezing and 
exhausted, he weighed up the benefits and drawbacks of 
sitting up again. If he closed his eyes now, those stars might 
be the last thing he saw before the morning intruded, and 
then... No. 


He pulled himself up round his knees, and tried to splash his 
aunt. "Come on in. The water's lovely." 


She didn't seem tempted. 


"Can't you even picture it? The kind of life | could lead, if 
you let me leave? | always thought... If | have a daughter, | 
always thought I'd call her Irina, after you," he lied. "And if 
ever... if it's a boy..." He sighed, drawing circles in the water. 
"Women often come up with the most frivolous names for 
boys. I'd want to hear what she had to Say. Is it possible to 
miss someone before you've even met them? | always 
thought... How many people are there in your life? How 
many of them did you know when you were my age? Didn't 
you ever make mistakes?" 


He tried to sketch out a face in the mud, but it refused to 
turn out right, no matter how many times he drew over it. 


"If | could see the world... Do you know what's out there? All 
kinds of plants and medicines, flowers and scents, mosaics 
and tapestries, pets and livestock, rocks and metals, 
sculptures and ruins, tribes and kingdoms, laws and 
taboos... The more | read, the more | realise it barely 
scratches the surface, and | haven't seen that miniscule 
fraction of it for real. Do you know what I'd do if | could see it 
all? I'd thank you. I'd share it with you. Even if it was 
dangerous, I'd sneak into Imil to leave gifts on your 
doorstep. Dried flowers, foreign perfumes, new medicines, 
delicate jewellery, letters and keepsakes... I'd make you the 
godmother of my children. I'd name them all Irina, boys and 
girls alike. I'd tell them | owe you everything." 


He wiped his hands clean on his tunic, and summoned fresh 
water into them. The drink helped ease his sore throat, 
whatever that was worth. 


"Beautiful fabrics. Dresses and tunics and deels and saris 
and cheongsam and furs and armour and shoes and hairpins 


and... Something to bring out your eyes. You have beautiful 
eyes. Can't | tempt you? | have experience, you know. Mia 
says I'm the best she's ever had." 


Another blast of water knocked him down. 


"Was that really necessary?" Alex asked, once he'd managed 
to stop his teeth chattering. "Wretched... | mean, beautiful 
woman..." 


She wouldn't look at him anymore. 


"What else am | supposed to do? | won't let up. I've got all 
night..." 


Luka arrived shortly after dawn. His wife answered the door, 
looking haggard. 


"How's he been?" Luka asked. 


Irina shook her head, and stepped back to let him see. Alex 
was slumped in a corner of the cell, staring sleeplessly 
ahead. 


Luka went to fetch him, and bound his wrists behind his 
back with a pair of handcuffs. Alex needed help to walk, 
though he managed better after a few castings of Ply. 


The scaffold was set up again, by the river. A hooded figure 
waited by the noose. 


Alex made it up the steps. His uncle stopped him in front of 
the executioner. 


"I think it's time," Luka announced. 


"Come on, a few more steps," the executioner replied. He 
sounded oddly familiar. 


"No, it's time," Luka replied. 
Alex looked up in confusion. 
"Ah, whatever you say." The executioner pulled off his hood. 


"Stephan? You're alive?" Alex's mind waded through the tar 
of sleeplessness trying to process this. "If you're alive, what 
right do you have to kill me for killing you?" 


"We're not going to kill you." Stephan whacked him in the 
head with the hood. "At least, not today. Maybe someday. | 
wouldn't be surprised." 


Luka started to undo the handcuffs. 


"No," Alex stopped him, pulling his hands away. "Not yet. | 
might do something I'd regret." 


"I'm glad to hear you're learning restraint," Luka replied. 


Alex tore away from him and sat down at the edge of the 
platform. He closed his eyes, trying to keep from keeling 
over. 


"Aleeeeeeex!" 


Mia's voice opened his eyes. She was running towards him, 
rushing ahead of his parents. 


"Did you know about this?" Alex asked her. 


"Not until they brought me back to the Sanctum. | tried to 
go tell you, but they wouldn't let me. They kept me confined 
to the house." 


"She kept trying to sneak out," Dasia added, much amused. 
"We had to tie her to the bed." 


"| hate you," Mia hissed. 
"Of course you do, darling." 


“Could we have a word with you?" Irina asked the other 
adults. They walked a few dozen feet away for a discussion. 


"What are you doing in these?" Mia asked, slipping behind 
him to fiddle with the handcuffs. "I'll sort them out. Hold 
on..." 


She ran over for the key, and ran back to undo them. 


"Oh..." Alex rubbed his wrists. He had the feeling he ought to 
thank her, but he didn't much feel like thanking anyone. 


"I'm sorry. If I'd never... Oh, I'm sorry. Is this it? Is it over?" 
"| should hope so." 


"| hope so too." She slumped on his shoulder. "I didn't sleep 
much." 


"| didn't sleep at all." 
Their parents returned. Aunt Irina still wouldn't look at him. 


Anton coughed to draw their attention. "We've all had a 
word, and... Well, son, we fear you might not have drawn the 
right kind of lessons from this punishment." 


"You have taught me the sanctity of life in your eyes," Alex 
replied quietly. 


"| hope so. Nevertheless, once you've caught up on sleep, 
your mother and | will be taking you on a pilgrimage to the 
Shrine of the Sea God. We'll stop off to visit your 
grandparents along the way. How does that sound?" 


"I'll miss you," Irina told her sister, clasping her hand. 


"We'll be back before the winter," Dasia assured her. "I won't 
leave you and Luka to face flu Season on your own." 


"Take care of yourself, Mia," Anton told her, patting her head. 
"You're turning into the spitting image of your mother, you 
know. And your aunt. They've always shared - " 


"Did you say something about catching up on sleep?" Mia 
interrupted. 


"Yes, of course. You're free to go." 
Mia pulled Alex towards the Sanctum. It was closest. 


They fell onto the mattress together. Anton poked his head 
through the door, and left it open. 


"Sleep now," Mia muttered. 


Alex closed his eyes. He opened them after a minute to find 
her still staring at him. 


"Mia?" 
"Alex... Do you swear it's really over?" 
"It's over. They won. We lost." 


"Maybe they were trying to teach us that both sides always 
lose." 


"lam not inclined to ascribe such grace to their intentions." 
He paused, remembering something. "I know you like 
Stephan. You shouldn't. He's not good enough for you. He's 
not good enough for anyone." 


"| don't like him anymore. | hate everyone." 
"Same here." 


She closed her eyes, then blinked them open, making a 
miserable sound in the back of her throat. "It's no good. If | 
close my eyes, it feels as if something horrible's going to 
happen before | wake up. As if you'll be gone for good, or 
I..." 


"I'm sorry. | put you through too much." Alex sighed, 
reaching for her hand. "You tried to tell me. You are my only 
true family." 


Mia sniffed, and wrapped her hands round his fingers to 
warm them. 


He brushed her hair back from her forehead, and told her, 
"You have always been like a brother to me." 


"Don't you mean, like a sister?" 


"If my parents had a daughter, they would not have raised 
her the way your parents raised you. If | had a little sister, 
they would have spoiled her silly. If | had a little brother, he 
might have turned out as hardheaded as you." 


"Still, I'm prettier than a boy." 
"You are certainly pretty. However, | am better in every way." 


She hit him with the pillow. "You are not prettier than me!" 


"| never said | was." 

"Shut up!" 

"You first." 

"No, you shut up." 

"No, you shut up..." 

"Give that back!" 

"Only if you make proper use of it." 

"I'll go to sleep. Give back the pillow." 
"There you go. Goodnight, little brother." 
"Shut up!" 


She squeaked with laughter until her father coughed in the 
doorway. They closed their eyes, unable to stay up much 
longer even if they tried. 


",... | should have let them hang you," she whispered. 
"| should have strangled you." 

"Whatever you Say... sister..." 

"I'll file off your nails in the morning." 


"Do your worst." 


